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Name: BOSTON SCHOOL COMMITTEE, 1985 FES 25195 | 
Final Grade: B- | 


The year has ended, and the 1986 School Committee has been sworn in. JaNUa ym SCORSmatmappropmiatentjme to hand out 
final grades to the Committee for last year's work and to make some recommendations for this new year. This final 
grade is an average of two: an A- for what they did accomplish in 1985 and a D for what they could have 
accomplished but didn't. 


According to the city charter, the School Committee's responsibilities are to oversee the schools and to hire and 
fire personnel. Grading them on those criteria, CWEC gives them a well-deserved A-. In 1985, they approved: 

the hiring of Boston's first black superintendent 

requests to the court for the first major modifications to the 1975 student assignment plan 

a budget compromise plan negotiated between Superintendent Wilson and Mayor Flynn 

innovative policies to hire and retain black teachers and those in hard-to-hire subjects (science, math, etc.) 
the Lau Plan, a comprehensive blueprint for bilingual education in Boston, written with parents and advocates 
closing schools, as both the court directed and the budget necessitated, a difficult political decision. 


The Committee rejected very little. Of the 5,300 recommendations that Superintendents Spillane and Wilson brought 
to them in 1985---of which 4,900 were specific personnel recommendations---they voted against only three, all 
recommended by former superintendent Spillane: 

@ to close the Perry School, though they voted to close four others 

@ to fire eight bus drivers with serious criminal records and to review the records of six others 

@ to give an additional pay raise for employees with a Ph.D. 


But the Committee's overall favorable voting record fails to show problems that become obvious to those who 
attend meetings: 
e@ How meeting time is spent. At each meeting, the superintendent reports on both general and specific issues; 
his agenda may include, e.g., an update on the BPS budget and the progress of repairs to the Holland School. 
He also presents his personnel recommendations and any reports members may have requested. In advance of each 
meeting, his staff has briefed members' staffs and answered questions. 


The agenda process may look good on paper, but in reality only two or three issues dominate each meeting, 
usually the '!pet issue'' of one or two members. More than thirty minutes of the May 28 meeting was spent 
restoring ten positions to the BPS budget that the Committee had voted to eliminate at a previous meeting, and 
less than five minutes was spent approving the budget itself, $271.45M. At three meetings this fal] members 
questioned staff at length about BPS policy on extended sick leave; discussion took more than forty-five 
minutes in all, and at the time, 27 of about 9,000 BPS employees were on extended sick leave. 


This misuse of meeting time is unnecessary, given the briefings, and questionable, given the non-educational 
nature of the issues. 


e@ The ''forest vs. the trees'' conflict. One role of the Committee---especially with nine district members---is to 
respond to constituent needs, but district issues often dominate and the larger issues are lost. Members spent 
much time in 1985 on school closings: holding public hearings, meeting with parents, lobbying for particular 
schools at meetings. Their actions, however, were all after-the-fact; the decisions of which schools to close 
were made by BPS staff with no direction from the School Committee. They never debated criteria: Should a 
school's reading scores be considered? Should increases in enrollment count favorably? Could other factors, 
such as good racial climate, be used as well as hard mathematical data? 


Under court pressure to decide quickly last winter, the School Committee did so. But they have since had both 
time and opportunity to discuss school closing criteria for the future, and they have not. 


e Differing views of their major role. Among the thirteen members, there are clearly two factions. Some see 


themselves as ''watchdogs'' of the BPS, elected to oversee the day-to-day running of the schools with the super- 
intendent. Others have delegated this authority to the superintendent, almost without question, and hold their 
judgement of his effectiveness until their annual superintendent's evaluation. Both groups are reactive, able 
to respond promptly to a request or a crisis, but neither group has looked at the larger educational issues. 


These problems prevent the School Committee from doing more, and for that they earn a D. What could they do? They 
could initiate educational policy, sponsor public discussion of major issues, direct the superintendent to develop 
programs for their approval. And the issues are not difficult to see: 

e@ Despite systemwide reforms, student achievement results remain discouraging: of the high school students tested 
last year, 35% could not read a high school textbook with understanding. 

e@ The dramatic disparity in achievement among students of different races continues. The median reading scores 
for BPS seventh grade students last year were: white, 66; Asian, 56; black, 44; and Hispanic, 40. 

e Half-day kindergarten programs cannot be used by working parents, and even the BPS Extended Day Kindergarten 
Program only runs the length of the school day, six hours. 

e@ A recent study shows that 79% of last year's graduates of the two Latin Schools are now in four-year: colleges; 
in sharp contrast, the figures for all other Boston high schools, including Boston Tech, range from only 8%-36%. 
Yet the BPS still lacks an overall high school plan that would assure a student at any high school equal access 
to college: availability of college preparatory courses, adequate guidance counseling, etc. 

e Boston's drop-out rate is about 40%; on average, only 60 of 100 BPS ninth grade students will graduate. 

e BPS school buildings are depressing. Many have cardboard windows, 1950's institutional green paint, and oak 
floors darkened from wear. Each needs a professional fix-up: new windows with storms, sanded floors, bright 
paint, and following that, an on-going and well-monitored maintenance program involving parents, students 
and staff as well as custodians. The Committee must lobby City Hall now for the funds. 

e Last fall, the court offered the School Committee power to modify the student assignment plan, within 
desegregation guidelines. To date, the Committee has neither publicly discussed this option nor directed 
the superintendent to begin planning. 

@ The issue of racism is ignored. Whether real or perceived, it affects how parents, students, staff and others 
feel about the BPS, and all other reforms are for nothing if racism is not recognized and eliminated. 


Most report cards end with a request for parents to schedule a conference with the teacher. This one will as well. 
This School Committee has room for improvement, but they have to hear from you to change: What issues are 
important to you? What recommendations do you have? What do you expect. of public education? 


They have earned their B-, but Boston's students, and Boston, deserve a School Committee who earns an A+. 
Call them. 


Citywide Educational Coalition, 37 Temple Place, #521, Boston, Ma., 0211 1....0542-2835 ] 


= 


= 


' 
| The 1986 School Committee : Who are they? What are their three priorities for the coming year? 


Gt — 
§ Subject Grades : 
M™ months and under two superintendents, is not. These grades are admittedly subjective, and not mathematically 
accurate, but do reflect what CWEC feels the School Committee did in 1985. 


C+ WORKS COOPERATIVELY WITH OTHERS 


_JEAN MCGUIRE, At-large member. Executive Director, METCO. No school-age children. 


* JUANITA WADE, District 7: Roxbury, Dorchester. Executive Director, Roxbury YWCA. All three children in BPS. 


* WILLIAM DONLAN, District 9: Allston, Brighton. Asst.Prof. of Philosophy, Salem State College. Not married. 


* new member. 


Citywide Educational Coalition 


Determining one grade for one student is easy; finding one grade for thirteen, over twelve 


With Superintendent Wilson: A. The Committee has not rejected any of Dr. Wilson's recommendations, and several 
members who openly sparred with former Superintendent Spillane over procedural issues have publicly praised 
Dr. Wilson's handling of bureaucratic details and have voted against fewer of his recommendations. 

With BPS staff: D. At each meeting, members request too many reports from BPS staff, often on insignificant 
issues such as the number of BPS students with insurance. Preparing these reports ties up valuable staff 
time; once they receive the reports, members then tie up meeting time reviewing the details. 

With the federal court: At. Their commitment to the desegregation orders was clear: members attended court 
hearings, approved recommendations brought to them, and were unequivocal in their public statements. Judge 
Garrity noted that his withdrawal from the case was due in part because ''the present Committee, with 
John Nucci as its president, has earned the confidence of other parties and of the court.'"' 

With each other: D. One or two members have been guilty of regular and personal verbal attacks on colleagues. 
Guilty members should restrain themselves, and should be gavelled ''out of order'' quickly when they don't. 

fe DOES HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENTS 

Regular homework assignments: © . Their ''homework'' is to review in advance all the recommendations they must 
consider on policy (curriculum, programs, etc.) and personnel (each hiring, firing, and transfer of staff). 
It is clear from meetings that members read every personnel recommendation, often correcting zip codes and 
pointing out typing errors. Some members should spend more time reading policy recommendations, avoiding 
the embarrassment, e.g., of approving sex education without being aware of it, as they did this fall. 

Creative homework assignments: C. ''New business'' is usually more requests for more reports. Enough said. 

B WORKS UP TO MAXIMUM POTENTIAL 

Individual effort: A. There is no question members work hard. Twelve of the thirteen have full-time jobs, and 
School Committee duties require additional evening hours with no pay. A survey of members indicates that, 
on average, they attend 17 community meetings a month, and their offices receive 114 constituent calls 
monthly. Rita Walsh-Tomasini receives a gold star for having visited 116 schools in 1985, many twice; 
all other members averaged 16 visits each. 

Group effort: C. There is room for improvement here. For years the School Committee symbolized the worst of the 
BPS; they now have a chance to symbolize the best, to use every opportunity to make the connection for the 
public between a healthy city and a healthy public school system. Some do, some don't, but they all must 
to be effective. 

A+ ATTENDANCE: Abigail Browne earns a gold star for perfect attendance at all thirty-five meetings held in 1985. 
All other members earn a silver star; the most any member missed was four meetings. 

LENGTH OF MEETINGS. Average meeting time for the first half of 1985 was more than 43 hours, with some going 

seven hours. The average has dropped to less than 35 hours. Keep trying! 


Few people attend School Committee meetings who don't have to. CWEC does attend and prepares semi~monthly School 
Committee Reports on what happens and what doesn't. Available by subscription ONLY, $15/school year. Call CWEC 
for a complimentary copy, 542-2835. (Coming soon: CWEC Newsletter on the closing of the desegregation case.) 


KEVIN MCCLUSKEY, At-large member . Director of Annual Support, Emerson College. No school-age children. 
(1) Remediation efforts (2) Adequate funding, esp. for facilities needs such as Latin Schools (3) Boston Compact 


(1) Elimination of malicious behavior based on race and class toward students (2) Budget (3) Curriculum, staff dev 
JOHN O'BRYANT, At-large member. Vice-President, Student Affairs, Northeastern Univ. One school-age child, in BPS. 

(1) Budget (2) BTU Contract (3) New educational initiatives to improve education. 
RITA WALSH-TOMASINI, At-large member. Not employed. No school-age children, one grandchild in the BPS. 

(1) Collective bargaining with all unions (2) Promotional policy, retention, remediation (3) Home for Latin Acad. 
JOHN NUCCI, District 1: East Boston, Charlestown. Community Coordination Director, ABCD. No school-age children. 

(1) Continue recent progress while maintaining desegregation (2) Facilities, especially Latin Schools (3) Dropouts 
JOSEPH CASPER, District 2: South Boston, South End. Self-employed. 

(1) Student safety (2) Transportation (3) Budget. 
DANIEL BURKE, District 3: Dorchester. Guidance Counselor, Catholic Memorial High School. Not married. 

(1) Accountability in middle management in delivering educational services (2) Program budget (3) Labor contracts. 
SHIRLEY OWENS-HICKS, District 4: Mattapan, Dorchester. Advocacy Counselor, U.Mass./Boston. No school-age children. 

(1) Budget appropriation (2) Boston Teachers! Union contract (3) Rafael Hernandez School program expansion 
JOHN GRADY, District 5: Roslindale, Hyde Park. Legislative Asst. to Rep. Kevin Fitzgerald. Two children, priv. school 

(1) Basic Skills delivery (2) Facilities and supplies, especially to Latin Schools (3) Signing of labor agreements 
THOMAS O'REILLY, District 6: West Roxbury, Jamaica Plain. Corporate lender, BayBanks. Not married. 
(1) Excellent educational program (2) Human service needs of students (3) rehabilitation, esp. of Latin Schools. 


(1) Curriculum and remediation (2) Parental involvement (3) Multilingual, multicultural education. 
ABIGAIL BROWNE, District 8: Back Bay, Fenway. Paralegal, Boston law firm. One child in BPS, one in private school. 
(1) Setting educational policy for BPS (2) Quality education within budget constraints (3) Social services. 


(1) BPS Budget (2) Negotiations with unions, including BTU (3) Restoration and repair of school buildings. 5 
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